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OLIVER  JACKSON:  Absolute  Proximity 


The  kinetic  surfaces  of  Oliver  Jackson's  paintings  harbor  a  sponta¬ 
neous  visionary  world  in  which  one  is  as  likely  to  encounter  the  first  images 
of  Eros  as  premonitions  of  death.  The  paintings  are  like  some  light-filled 
dream-state  in  which  we  float,  half-conscious,  outside  narrative  and  logic, 
anchored  only  by  the  recognizable  gestures  of  Jackson's  paint  apparitions. 
Shadowy  one  moment  and  aggressively  solid  the  next,  their  fleeting, 
evanescent  presences  occupy  a  parallel  universe  awash  in  cycles  of  activity 
and  rest,  celebration  and  grieving,  intimacy  and  ritual.  Instinctual  and 
spiritual,  the  world  within  Oliver  Jackson's  paintings  is  emotionally  resonant 
and  visionary  in  its  impact. 

Born  in  St.  Louis  and  educated  in  the  Midwest,  Oliver  Jackson  has 
lived  in  California  since  1971,  and  is  a  faculty  member  of  California  State 
University,  Sacramento.  Evolving  his  mature  vision  by  the  late  1970s,  Jackson 
fused  the  physical  and  the  spiritual,  the  personal  with  the  art-historical,  in  his 
large-scale  oil  paintings.  Form  is  never  separated  from  its  materiality  in  his 
work.  The  painting  ground  becomes  the  implicit  landscape  of  an  unstable, 
even  insubstantial  field  of  pigment  that  suggests  continual  flux,  both  physical 
and  spiritual.  The  figures  that  occupy  the  evolving  field  of  paint  are  integral 
with  it — on  top  of  it,  fused  with  it,  or  immersed  in  it.  Their  proportion  and 
position,  ultimately  even  their  anatomy,  are  established  by  the  logic  of 
painting.  The  fluid  interplay  on  the  canvas  of  paint  and  brushstroke  as  they 
variously  move  from  angular  and  jagged  to  sharply  curvilinear,  from  trans¬ 
parent  wash  to  clotted  impasto,  define  a  metaphorical  drama  that  is  spiritual, 
familial,  communal.  Perspective  is  not  hierarchial  or  fixed  in  Jackson's 
paintings;  it  is  in  flux,  so  that  space  becomes  elastic  in  the  most  recent 
works.  The  reality  of  any  one  work  is  the  result  of  the  process  of  painting, 
which  establishes  its  relational  and  interior  attitude,  or  "internality,"  as  the 
artist  prefers  to  name  it.  The  resulting  immediacy  of  the  painting's  surface 
and  imagery  creates  a  tempestuous  world  in  which  wind  and  light  are 
tangible,  voices  and  music  are  physical. 

In  creating  these  fluid  fields  of  pigment  populated  by  entities  he  calls 
"paint  people,"  Jackson  seeks  to  understand  the  world  that  we  experience 
through  a  more  perfect,  parallel  universe  of  the  spirit.  Exploring  the  concept 
of  Jungian  archetypes,  Jackson  has  identified  a  series  of  significant  gestures 
that  originates  in  the  body  stance  of  a  human  being,  or  in  social  interaction 
among  people,  and  which  also  communicates  emotional  force.  The  figures  in 
Jackson's  paintings  congregate  in  circles  or  clusters  that  suggest  community, 
intimacy,  the  acknowledgement  of  a  sacred  place.  They  sit,  stand,  crouch, 
recline,  embrace,  shelter,  point,  or  appear  to  play  instruments.  Their  gestures 
and  silhouettes,  often  dancelike  or  distorted  by  the  painting,  nonetheless 
suggest  universally  understood  meanings  and  the  emotions  of  well-being.  The 
expressive  distortions  of  these  found  and  invented  figures  parallel  certain 


aspects  of  modern  dance  and  traditiona  African  sculpture  (which  the  artist 
collects)  in  their  economy  of  means  and  powerful  abstraction. 

These  paintings  have  a  mesmerizing  power.  Creating  a  unity  between 
the  human  and  the  organic  worlds,  Jackson's  luminous  paintings  are  filled 
with  apparitions  that  are  both  comfortably  familiar  and  disconcertingly  foreign. 
A  magical  surprise  animates  the  figures  within  his  paintings  and  continually 
startles  us  with  their  humor  and  pathos.  The  edgy  rhythms  and  cultivated 
rawness  of  his  recent  canvases,  which  reintroduce  collage  after  a  twenty-year 
hiatus,  have  given  Jackson's  work  a  new  physical  sense  of  the  imperative. 
Similarly,  Jackson's  paintings  have  gained  new  importance  emotionally  at  a 
moment  when  society  is  focused  on  what  pulls  us  apart  rather  than  what 
brings  us  together.  Jackson  chooses  to  mine  the  language  of  gesture  from  its 
formal  art-making  context,  alloying  it  with  the  subjective  realm  of  the 
collective,  subconscious  recognition  of  meaning  perceived  in  a  stance,  a 
profile,  an  action.  He  moves  his  painting  to  the  intimate  core  of  the  present 
social  conundrum.  How  do  we  understand  the  subtle  and  not-so-subtle 
communications  among  people — non-verbal,  physical,  social — which  transcend 
differences  of  gender,  race,  class,  or  sexual  orientation?  Jackson's  parallel 
universe  of  paint  brings  us  back  to  the  primacy  of  community  and  an 
intimate  recognition  of  the  spiritual  in  the  simple  gestures  of  ordinary 
experience. 

Bruce  Guenther 
Chief  Curator 


New  California  Art:  Oliver  Jackson  is  supported  by  the  Curator's  Circle. 
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All  works  are  courtesy  of  the  artist,  unless  otherwise  noted. 


1.  Untitled  (8-10-92),  1992 
oil  on  canvas 

96  x  96  in. 

2.  Untitled  (9-21-92),  1992 
oil  on  canvas 

96  x  108  in. 

Courtesy  Porter  Randall  Gallery,  La  Jolla,  California 

3.  Untitled  (6-10-93),  1993 
oil  on  canvas 

108  x  1 08  in. 

Courtesy  Porter  Randall  Gallery,  La  Jolla,  California 


4.  Triptych 

left:  Untitled  (1 1  -30-92),  1 992 

oil  and  collage  on  canvas 
1 08  x  1 08  in. 

center:  Untitled  (12-7-92),  1992 
oil  and  collage  on  canvas 
108  x  108  in. 

right:  Untitled  (1  -1  -93),  1 993 
oil  and  collage  on  canvas 
1 08  x  1 08  in. 
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